Person Accounts series. We hope that mental health professionals-the Bulletin's primary audience-will take this opportunity to learn about the issues and difficulties confronted by consumers of mental health care. In addition, we hope that these accounts will give patients and families a better sense of not being alone in confronting the problems that can be anticipated by persons with serious emotional difficulties. We welcome other contributions from patients, ex-patients, or family members. Our major editorial requirement is that such contributions be clearly written and organized and that a novel or unique aspect of schizophrenia be described, with special emphasis on points that will be important for professionals. Clinicians who see articulate patients, with experiences they believe should be shared, might encourage these patients to submit their articles to First Person Accounts, Center for Studies of Schizophrenia, NIMH, 5600 Fishers Lane, Rm. 10C-18, Rockville, MD 20857.-The Editors.
When my first episode of schizophrenia occurred, I was 21, a senior in college in Atlanta, Georgia. I was making good grades, assistant vice president of my chapter in my sorority, president of the Spanish club, and very popular. Everything in my life was just perfect. I had a boyfriend whom I liked a lot, a parttime job tutoring Spanish, and was about to run for the Ms. Senior pageant.
All of a sudden things weren't going so well. I began to lose control of my life and, most of all, myself. I couldn't concentrate on my schoolwork, I couldn't sleep, and when I did sleep, I had dreams about dying. I was afraid to go to class, imagined that people were talking about me, and on top of that I heard voices. I called my mother in Pittsburgh and asked for her advice. She told me to move off campus into an apartment with my sister.
After I moved in with my sister, things got worse. I was afraid to go outside and when I looked out of the window, it seemed that everyone outside was yelling "kill her, kill her." My sister forced me to go to school. I would go out of the house until I knew she had gone to work; then I would return home. Things continued to get worse. I imagined that 1 had a foul body odor and I sometimes took up to six showers a day. I recall going to the grocery store one day, and I imagined that the people in the store were saying "Get saved, Jesus is the answer." Things worsened-I couldn't remember a thing. I had a notebook full of reminders telling me what to do on that particular day. I couldn't remember my schoolwork, and I would study from 6:00 p.m. until 4:00 a.m., but never had the courage to go to class on the following day. I tried to tell my sister about it, but she didn't understand. She suggested that I see a psychiatrist, but I was afraid to go out of the house to see him.
One day I decided that I couldn't take this trauma anymore, so I took an overdose of 35 Darvon pills. At the same moment, a voice inside me said, "What did you do that for7 Now you won't go to heaven." At that instant I realized that I really didn't want to die, I wanted to live, and I was afraid. I got on the phone and called the psychiatrist whom my SCHIZOPHRENIA BULLETIN sister had recommended. I told him that I had taken an overdose of Darvon and that I was afraid. He told me to take a taxi to the hospital. When I arrived at the hospital, I began vomiting, but I didn't pass out. Somehow I just couldn't accept the fact that I was really going to see a psychiatrist. I thought that psychiatrists were only for crazy people, and I definitely didn't think I was crazy yet. As a result, I did not admit myself right away. As a matter of fact I left the hospital and ended up meeting my sister on the way home. She told me to turn right back around, because I was definitely going to be admitted. We then called my mother, and she said she would fly down on the following day.
I stayed in that particular hospital for 1 week. It wasn't too bad. First I was interviewed, then given medication (Trilafon). There I met a number of people whose problems ranged from depression to having illusions of grandeur. It was quite interesting. I had a nice doctor, but he didn't tell me that I had schizophrenia-only that I had an "identity crisis." I was then transferred to a hospital in Pittsburgh. I did not care for my doctor. He told me that. I was imagining things and constantly changed my medication. For instance, if I had a stomach ache, he would say I imagined it. At this stage of my recovery I was no longer imagining things, but I was afraid. I feared large crowds of people and therefore avoided going shopping, dancing, or riding buses (anywhere large crowds existed). It took me from September until March to recover. By the way, this particular doctor diagnosed my case as an "anxiety-depression reaction." In the meantime my family was very supportive of me.
In April, I decided that I was well and didn't need medication anymore (not knowing that I had schizophrenia and that it was incurable), and 1 also stopped going to the doctor's office. I got a job, from which I was terminated after a week. I became hypertensive and nervous without realizing it. My friends and family said I was behaving strangely, but I took no notice. I went out dancing practically every night to make up for the time lost while being afraid. I felt as if I were on top of the world-as if I were free.
The summer passed quickly. I had decided to return to Atlanta in the fall and complete my senior year. After all, I only had 1 measly year toward my Bachelor of Arts degree in Spanish, and I wanted to complete my education at the college where my education began. My parents, however, suggested that I finish in Pittsburgh, in case anything else might occur. I didn't listen, and somehow thought they were plotting against me. Next, I found myself in Atlanta and sick once again. I was taken to another psychiatric hospital. This time things were twice as bad as the first. I no longer heard voices, but the things I saw and dreamed about were far more traumatic. I recall at one point thinking I was Jesus Christ and that I was placed on this earth to bear everyone's sins.
My stay in that particular hospital was absolutely terrible. Each time I saw things I was placed in seclusion. They constantly used me as a guinea pig to discover which medicine would best suit my needs. However, 1 met many people (patients), some of whom became very close friends. I remained in the hospital 1 month and 2 days and was finally prescribed Loxitane, which I am presently taking.
After I was released, I returned to Pittsburgh and became an outpatient at Western Psychiatric Institute and Clinic. My doctor is very good and I respect her a lot. She's really a great person. It took me 6 months to recover. Again I was afraid of crowds of people, and I avoided them whenever I could.
Now I have been taking Loxitane for almost 2 years with considerable results. All of the symptoms seem to have vanished. I have my own apartment, I am back in college in Pittsburgh, president of my chapter of my sorority, and, above all, more confident and happier than I have ever been in my life. I reflect back on the pains of the past and consider them a learning experience. I foresee the future as a bright challenge. My doctor once asked me what do I think taking medicine means and I replied, "not being sick." Today I take my medicine daily, just as a person with high blood pressure or a diabetic does. It doesn't bother me. Today I am really free! The Author Jeanine M. O'Neal is a student at the University of Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh, Pa. She will be receiving a B.A. degree in Spanish in April 1984.
